
BC’s Citizens Assembly has completed its work begun last
January. The Assembly, which consisted of 160 members
selected at random from the province’s 79 ridings, plus two
additional aboriginal representatives, issued its final report in
December. The report, following 50 public hearings, 383 oral
presentations 1,603 written submissions, sets out
recommendations for a new system of electing Members of the
Legislative Assembly in BC. It was tabled in the Legislature on
February 17.

The Assembly has designed a ‘made in BC’ system, BC-STV,
British Columbia Single Transferable Vote. A referendum to
decide whether the proposed system should be adopted will be
put to BC’s voters at the time of the provincial election, May 17,
2005. If the referendum passes—this requires 60% of the vote
in 60% of the ridings—BC-STV will come in to effect with the
next provincial election, probably in May 2009.

Why a New System?
The creation of the Citizens’ Assembly arose from widespread
dissatisfaction with the disproportionate results of previous
elections in BC, particularly the 1996 election, which returned an
NDP majority government despite a Liberal majority of the
popular vote, and the 2001 election, in which Liberals gained 77
of 79 seats in the legislature with only a 58% share of the popular
vote. Both these elections were held using the ‘First past the post’
(FPTP) system, in which voters simply mark an X on their ballot
opposite their choice, and the candidate with the most votes in
each riding is elected. (Each riding elects only one MLA.)

Clearly, the FPTP system has a tendency to produce a large
majority government no matter what proportions the popular
vote indicates. While this resulted in some stability for provincial
governments, it also seemed unfair to many voters. Were their
votes ‘wasted’?

Besides the imbalance in percentages of MLAs elected
compared to percentages of the vote, British Columbians had
plenty of other complaints about the FPTP system, which they

expressed to the Assembly:
• it gave too much power to political parties. In many ridings,

regarded as ‘safe’ seats, the real contest was for nomination by
the leading party. This was determined by a small number of
party members, using sometimes questionable nominating
meeting procedures, or even by party leaders—equally
questionable. Not much choice for the voters. And when
nominees were elected, party discipline required that they vote
with their party, rather than as representatives of their riding.
Some said they became representatives for the Legislature to
their constituents, rather than the other way round.

• it encouraged polarization (the ‘them or us’ attitude), a
longtime characteristic of BC politics. This led to ‘strategic’ voting
(voting against the party you dislike rather than for the party you
would prefer), which made it difficult to get elected as the
candidate for a smaller party or as an independent.
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Voting By Ranking Candidates
Under STV, voters are required to rank all candidates (1,2,3,
etc.) on their ballot. Each riding would have between two and
seven MLAs, depending on geography and population
density. Voters may rank as many or as few candidates as
they wish.

The Method of Counting Votes
The BC-STV procedure is designed to ‘make every vote
count’. It is not perfect. It considers the first choices of all
voters.  Depending on the number of candidates and the
vote split, it considers subsequent choices for many of the
voters.

(1) Determine the quota of votes necessary to get elected.
(2) Count everyone’s first preference vote.
(3) Did the leading candidate make the quota? If yes, go 

to (4) If no, go to (5).
(4) He is declared elected. The number of ‘surplus’ votes 

(the number he received in excess of the quota) is 
calculated. All his next choice votes are counted. They 
are multiplied by a fraction (his ‘surplus’ votes divided 
by his total votes) and the resulting number of votes 
are allocated to the other candidates. Then go back to 
(3) to see whether the next candidate has made the 
quota.

(5) No candidate (other than those already elected) has 
made the quota. So take the last candidate, remove him 
from consideration, count his next choice votes, and 
allocate them (at full value) to the other candidates. 
Then go back to (3) to see whether the next candidate 
has made the quota.

Continue until enough candidates have been declared
elected. 
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• majority governments led to rule by premier and cabinet,
with the legislature becoming a ‘rubber stamp’ (party discipline
again) and individual back-benchers having little say and unable
to represent the thoughts of their constituents. Election
campaigning tended to emphasize party leaders rather than local
candidates.

Under FPTP, the ballot was as simple as could be, and the
results, while they might be unfair, were easy to determine. But
clearly, BC voters wanted greater sophistication from their voting
system, and fairer representation in the legislature. This requires
a more sophisticated system of electing MLAs, but at the same
time, one not more complicated than it had to be.

The Two Alternatives
The Assembly overwhelmingly rejected any continuation of
FPTP. They focused on two alternatives: a Mixed-Member
Proportional system (MMP), as used in New Zealand, and a
Single Transferable Vote (STV) system, as used in Northern
Ireland and parts of Australia.

Under MMP, each voter has two votes, one for a local
member, and one for a party. The legislature is made up of 60%
locally elected members (from single-member ridings), and 40%
members nominated by parties, with the ‘party list’ members
allocated so that the percentage of each party’s members in the
legislature matches the party’s percentage of the popular vote.

Under STV, voters are required to rank all candidates (1,2,3,
etc.) on their ballot. Each riding would have between two and
seven MLAs, depending on geography and population density.
Voters may rank as many or as few candidates as they wish. The
STV ridings would be amalgamations of existing ridings, so the
number of constituents per MLA would be similar to the present. 

The Assembly resoundingly rejected the MMP approach (123

to 31), most likely out of concern that it gave too much power to
the political parties. It decided to recommend the STV method,
on the basis that it gave a greater choice to the individual voter,
and that it would still ensure that the percentage of seats for each
party in the legislature was roughly equivalent to the party’s
percentage of the total popular vote.

Why STV is Proportional
Under STV, successful candidates in each multi-member
riding, must obtain a set quota of votes, determined by dividing
the total number of votes cast in the riding by the number of
seats plus one seat, and adding one vote. 

For example: in a two-seat riding, each winning candidate
must obtain one-third of the votes plus one vote; in a five seat
riding, each winning candidate must obtain one-sixth of the
votes plus one vote. 

By this means, the number of candidates elected from each
party is proportional to the number of votes, both in the riding
and in the legislature as a whole.

Order Randomly Varied On Ballots
Parties may nominate as many candidates as they wish;
independent candidates would get equal billing. Candidates
would be shown on the ballot grouped by parties, but both the
order within the party group and the ordering of the parties
would be varied randomly on each individual ballot, so there
would be no bias from ballot layout.

Counting the Votes (see Box)
This system considers all first choice votes, and the next choice
votes for most winning candidates and trailing candidates. It
gives everyone a fair chance to make the quota. All the winning
candidates will have made the quota.
Given similar numbers of voters per seat in each riding, the
quotas will fall in a narrow range, thus ensuring that each MLA
is elected with a similar number of votes. So the proportions of
MLAs in the legislature will reflect the proportions of the
popular vote.

Computerizing the Vote
It’s clear that in order to implement the STV system, voting will
have to be computerized. Nevertheless, it is necessary that
there be a proper audit trail, allowing for a hand recount should
it become necessary. The details of the vote counting
calculation for each riding must be published. Elections BC
would continue to supervise the elections, and the traditional
roles of election officials and scrutineers would also continue.

More Choice for Voters
Now comes the interesting part. The voter is presented with a
ballot which not only gives a choice between parties but also
between candidates within the parties. The voter has the
opportunity to choose which candidate he prefers within his
favourite party, and also to ‘split vote’ between parties. No
longer does a voter need to vote ‘strategically’. A #1 vote can be
marked for the candidate most preferred; the #2 vote for

Amalgamating Ridings
The Southern Gulf Islands are presently part of the Saanich
North and the Islands provincial riding. In the last election,
while the Islands voted heavily for the Green Party, the
remainder of the riding, which included somewhat more
suburban areas, went Liberal, resulting in the election of the
Liberal candidate. So, as in many rural ridings in BC adjacent
to cities, Gulf Islanders will likely be concerned what ridings
will be combined with theirs to form a new multi-member
riding.

The Assembly’s report is silent on this point, yet the point
is critical to providing effective local representation.
Indications are that, except in remote areas of the province,
the new ridings will be larger rather than smaller, since this
is felt to provide better choice for the individual voter. 

There are thirteen ridings at present on Vancouver
Island. These could be combined into three or four multi-
member ridings. Hopefully, the Saanich North and the
Islands riding would not be combined with Victoria’s
suburban areas, but would form a mid Island group with
Malahat/Juan de Fuca, Cowichan/Ladysmith, and possibly
Nanaimo.
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whoever is next preferred and so on. Independents and smaller
parties have an fair opportunity. Voters may rank as many or as
few candidates as they wish.

More Work for Candidates
There will be no easy ride for major party candidates in ‘safe
seats’. In order to get elected, candidates will have to campaign
not only for first choice votes, but also for second and third
choice votes. This means that they will have to broaden their
appeal and consider local issues—no more riding on the
coattails of their party leader.

Government by Consensus
BC-STV, like any proportional system, is less likely than the
FPTP system to produce clear majority governments. It is not

likely to produce what the Assembly has termed ‘artificial
majority’ governments, with polarized arguments. This means
that legislative debate will matter, and that decisions will have
to represent a consensus of the Legislature rather than the will
of premier and cabinet and ‘party discipline.’ In fact the cabinet
itself may well be a coalition.

The variety of opinions expressed in the Legislature will also
reflect a variety of voter opinions, since individual MLAs, in
order to hold their seats, will have to represent a wider range of
opinion from their ridings.

To give STV a reasonable chance to function, the Assembly
has recommended that the system, if adopted by the
referendum, should be used for at least three elections before it
can be reconsidered.0


